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Caryl Phillips 
INTERVIEW 
Kay Saunders interviewed Caryl Phillips in London on 5 June 1986. 
In both your novels, T h e Final Passage (London: Faber and Faber, 1985) and A 
State of Independence (London: Faber and Faber, 1986) you explore the notion 
of colonialism in its destructive role in the Caribbean. Did you write each novel separ-
ately or did you envisage them as a cycle? 
They were conceived of separately because The Final Passage was a first 
novel, right? The main problem was just to write a novel. I didn't have 
any Trollope-like idea of constructing a nine novel sequence... I finished 
that novel and I didn't have any other novel in mind or any idea of what 
more I might do. About six months after having finished The Final 
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Passage, I thought of an idea for another novel. As it happens, they were 
both Hnked by the notion of coloniahsm; simply because I don't think it is 
really possible to address the Caribbean in any literary way without 
touching upon colonialism. Colonialism sustained Caribbean history for 
250 to 300 years. 
The changing of masters from Britain to the United States is depicted very clearly in 
A State of Independence. 
Well, that is something I witnessed in 1983 when St Kitts [and Nevis] 
became independent. I was there doing a programme for the BBC and I 
remember standing there when the British flag came down the pole. I was 
five yards away when the new flag of the nation went up. I just kept 
thinking to myself: 'This is nonsense because already the place is com-
pletely infused with an American colonialism; not just because you can 
pay for stuff with US dollars, but the T V , the music, the food, the cars, 
etc.' It didn't strike me that there was going to be any intervening period 
where an indigenous Caribbean cultural form of expression could 
flourish. Britain has had no interest in the Caribbean since 1834 when it 
was no longer possible to exploit free labour and the bottom fell out of the 
sugar market, and more recently since she joined the EEC. It is inevi-
table that a country the size of St Kitts and Nevis is going to be 
dependent upon colonial masters of some sort, even if one calls them 
'special relationships'. You cannot be independent if you're a country of 
35,000 people... And given the geographic proximity to America, the 
outcome was obvious. It was sad — but inevitable. 
Your novels are very historically authentic. Did you engage upon research or have you 
imaginatively reconstructed either parts^ of your own life and observations or that of 
your parents? 
First, A State of Independence is based on absolute historical veracity to the 
point of being dodgy in terms of my relationship with the government of 
the country I come from [»Si kitts\. I was there. I saw it. I witnessed the 
event. It did rain at precisely the moment when the flag was hoisted. 
Everything is almost authentic and the minister is based upon a real 
person. If I hadn't been there, I would have had to do some research. The 
Final Passage is historically rooted in the late 1950s. It came from talking 
to not just my parents but others as well. I did actually dig up a few old 
things from papers in the 50s and 60s on the Caribbean and here in 
London; so it wasn't a research job in the sense of having an idea, then 
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moulding the characters to make a novel. I had the characters and the 
people and the land and the story and I just wanted to pin it down a bit in 
history. There are facts which are important facts. Sometimes we forget 
the numbers and the hardships, the pressures that caused those people to 
migrate. 
In Beverley Bryan's The Heart of the Race [Black Women's Lives in 
Br i t a in , Virago Press, 1985] the people interviewed in London talk about very 
similar experiences that you do in T h e F ina l P a s s a g e ; even though, of course, it 
becomes far more optimistic because black women are now able to mobilise themselves 
into a political force in a way that they could not do in the 1950s. 
Well, yes. I think the role of black women in Britain is very different from 
that in the Caribbean. You'd have to ask a woman, I suppose, for an 
insider's view of this. But from my own perspective, it seems to me that 
there are curious kinds of contradictions in the Caribbean. Women seem 
to have much more of a responsible role in the family — perhaps because 
men are far more irresponsible. Women have a far more central role in 
the bringing up of children and being responsible for the running of the 
place on a day-to-day basis. But their actual access to power — political 
power, social power — is as limited as it was in pre-war Britain. Their 
role in the larger Caribbean society seems to be pretty... 
Minimal? 
Yes, minimal. They don't have any access to real power, to making 
structures in those societies. Yet, paradoxically, they seem to be more 
dominant figures in the day-to-day business of organising on a family 
level. In England, more recently, black women have been able to express 
themselves more in terms of being able to grasp the reins of their own 
destiny, and shape their lives the way they want them to be, irrespective 
of what men want — black or white. But I still can't understand why it is 
that they occupy such a dominant role in the Caribbean society on the 
one hand, but seem to be excluded, on the other hand, from things that, 
being in London, I 'd take for granted, like women in Parliament, in top 
positions in colleges and hospitals, lawyers. There are very few in the 
Caribbean. When a lot of black women in this country go back, they fmd 
it very, very difficult to come to terms with life there. They've grown to 
accept one form of being treated and relating to men in this country. 
Then in the Caribbean, irrespective of their educational attainment, 
they're just treated like shit basically by a very male, macho society. 
46 
Well, I thought when I was in the Caribbean that it was very much the operation of a 
nineteenth century concept of 'separate spheres' where, as you say, women are very 
dominant in the family and it seemed that men reneged on their familial responsi-
bilities. 
Totally. 
Yes, and left women to run the family often with a huge number of children — and in 
great financial difficulties. 
That ' s what I meant when I said the responsibility which women seem to 
have in the Caribbean might not be what they want, but rather it is a by-
product of the irresponsibility of some of the men. I suspect that the 
notion of women's traditional role is not because they have been given 
responsibility because men think they are so trustworthy, but because 
there is a long tradition of wilful or unwilful neglect or absence on the 
part of men. They had to perform migratory labour. But there is also 
wilful irresponsibility. 
It emerged also out of the experience of slavery when family life was unstable. 
You know that 's a familiar argument, but I really don' t buy it. Tha t was 
150 years ago. It is a convenient cop-out for a lot of blokes, 'Well, we've 
not actually owned our children.' 
And why should we start now? 
Yes. It 's very convenient. I t 's ni^e for them. It is rooted in some pseudo-
historical jargon to appear respectable. 
The campaign that the government in Jamaica is now having to promote contra-
ception is falling on very deaf ears with Jamaican men. 
Yes, I know. But that would happen anywhere. The received wisdom is: 
'Contraception is a women's problem and responsibility.' Blokes there 
think contraception is not on, full stop... ' I t ' s not natural . ' Eric Williams 
once said about the Caribbean that it was a twentieth century people 
trapped in a nineteenth century economy. Well, I often find that 
sometimes they are twentieth century people trapped in nineteenth 
century ideas. 
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That's why I said 'separate spheres' operates very strongly there. This applies to a 
theme which you can see in Walker's The Color Purple. And, in some ways, you 
suggest in The Final Passage that perhaps women's happiness may lie in women-
centred relationships rather than them worrying about all the hassles connected with 
negotiating life with men. Although you don't have a sexual relationship between 
Leila and Millie. 
No. But the only happy relationship Leila ever had was with her friend, 
Millie. I don ' t think that I would be able to take it as far as Alice Walker 
in The Color Purple. She's quite explicit because she does suggest that 
there 's a lot more satisfaction and stability in that relationship with 
women (between Shug and Celie); I ' m not really qualified to talk about 
the relationship between those two women in terms of either a sexual 
relationship or an on-going physical relationship of any kind. But I would 
suggest that for this particular woman, Leila, the man she married, 
Michael, has all those things we've just been talking about — an 
irresponsibility born of ... an aimlessness of the life which has been 
bestowed on him by colonialism. What I was trying to say by using his 
buddy Bradeth in a kind of mirror is that you don ' t have to be like that. 
One feels sorry for Michael because he 's riding around the island on his 
motorcycle aimlessly. 
He's trapped like in Joan Didion's Play It As It Lays. 
Yes, he can ' t get out. But Michael 's friend Bradeth is there to show it up. 
We meet the two of them sitting outside of a bar pissed. W e think 'A right 
pair of rogues. ' But a third of the way through the novel one of them 
grows up. Bradeth decides — yes, he has got this woman pregnant; yes, 
he is going to marry her; yes, he will change his life to accommodate his 
circumstances. H e actually ends up physically threatening Michael and 
says 'You 've got to grow up too. ' So, I mean, what I was trying to 
suggest is, that Leila's problem is not so much with men but with that 
particular man. 
You have a similar scenario in A State of Independence when you 're dealing 
with gender relations between Bertram Francis and his girlfriend, Patsy Archibald, 
and it is unclear in this novel as to whether the child she bears is Francis's. 
Well, it 's more than hinted at. T h e kid is hers really. And it is his as well. 
H e is very vague. In A State of Independence the relationship between the 
men and the women is very problematical. At the time Bertram left, 
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Patsy was much more grown up than he was. He had to go away in order 
to grow up and face his responsibiUties. She reahses very early on, 
something which is impHcit in the title: there is no such thing as a 'state of 
independence', either for the country or for them as individuals. Before 
his departure for England, Patsy says, 'Well, what about me?' He says, 
' I 've got to do this on my own,' despite the fact that he obviously loves 
her and cares for her. When we see him on his return, and he sits with 
her, it becomes apparent that she was the one who survived. She was the 
stronger of the pair. 
She's a wonderful character, particularly in the way that she tries to explain to him in 
very emotional terms what life is like there. He has to find out after many, many hard 
knocks, though to what degree he ever understands, is problematical. He understands 
it in the wider political context, but whether he understands it as a person, I don't 
know. 
Well, again you've touched upon something vital which runs through 
both novels; because I do believe that, to a certain extent, there is a 
greater maturity amongst Caribbean women than amongst the men. And 
that maturity is born of responsibility and understanding that there is no 
such thing as independence — that you are interdependent upon each 
other as families, as lovers, as friends and that you can't just shirk that 
responsibility. Women, especially when they are involved in mother-
hood, know intuitively what it means to be independent and what it 
means not to be independent; what it means to rely upon somebody; 
what it means not to rely upon somebody. And that is, if you like, a 
microcosm of the Caribbean. The whole notion of being independent in 
the Caribbean is what screwed it up for many, many years. Particularly, 
in recent Caribbean history, the notion that a land of 100,000 people can 
state: 'We are a country with our own flag, our own national anthem, 
our own way of doing things, and sod the islanders ten miles across the 
water that we see every day. ' Given that 99% of the leaders in the 
Caribbean have been men, that attitude is mirrored in the attitudes of a 
lot of men towards the family. 
As if they are-just autonomous individuals. 
That 's neither true for the islands nor for the individuals. 
Women are not usually in a position to renege on their responsibilities. 
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Exactly, especially to children who are a metaphor for the next gener-
ation. Tha t ' s why I call the kid in A State of Independence 'Livingstone' . It 
does suggest that there is a new beginning; whether that beginning is 
going to be correct or whether the island is going through another kind of 
awful exploitative rebirth is anybody's guess. But. . . the clue is the name, 
'Livingstone'. I really don ' t think they are going anywhere. 
You have Livingstone working as a gardener in a big American hotel. So his fate is 
set. 
It 's like a new colonial product really. 
In the novels of V.S. Naipaul, the family is totally enveloping. You can see the 
different aspects if you consider whether you're talking about a negro family or an 
Indian family. Trinidadian history is in itself a very different experience from other 
parts of the Caribbean. 
The first time I ever went to Trinidad, I was shocked to discover how 
many Indians were there. Roughly 50% Indians, 50% black. I 'd always 
found a certain difficulty with Naipaul 's work because in it I ' d never 
been able to recognise the Caribbean in which I lived. They are specifi-
cally Trinidadian Indians, emerging out of a different cultural tradition. 
The Indian family in Britain tends to be more of a stable structure. It 
feeds off itself and tends to be more self-reliant. In V.S. Naipaul 's work 
I 've never really recognised the splintered, messed-up, crazy relation-
ships between men and women, women and children, men and children 
and grandparents which I 'd always recognised as being specifically West 
Indian. V.S. Naipaul doesn' t feel any sense of belonging anywhere; but I 
do feel a sense of belonging there. I t ' s a responsibility for me to address 
myself to the questions that are for me more urgent. I cannot feel 
detached about the Caribbean. V.S. Naipaul is laconic about the whole 
thing. He ' s a fine writer. There ' s no reason why he shouldn't be 
detached. H e grew up there, he was schooled there. I wasn ' t . Maybe I 'm 
trying to discover what he 's trying to forget. The Caribbean has a funny 
tradition of writers who either seek to discover it or to escape from it. 
Most of its major writers in the past have left, t rading nomadic lives like 
Claude McKay or have settled in America or Europe. It provokes a very 
odd attitude in writers towards how to address it. 
I t 's very hard because I wasn ' t brought up in the Caribbean, so I 'm 
still discovering things about it. I made an effort to discover, perhaps 
more than most of my generation, because I 've been fortunate enough to 
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go back there sometimes and do things. I 've made it my business to fmd 
out about the Car ibbean. W h a t you have is somebody who left there very 
early and feels attached to the place; it 's an emotional at tachment but it 's 
more than that because it is a territory of the world that cries out to be 
written about and debated about. I . think its position, sitting there 
between Lat in America and that great brooding land of the brave above, 
its geographical proximity to both makes it fascinating. Its influences, 
European, American, African, South American, Indian, have produced 
such an explosive society, not just politically but culturally as well. But 
it 's really tricky because I don ' t think there 's anybody of my generation 
in Britain who has t rodden that path — the reverse path of having been 
brought u p here — and is now actually engaged actively in the 
Car ibbean. Most people criticise me quite a lot for not writing more 
about Britain. They say, 'Shit , the riots, how come you ' re not writing 
about Britain?' I do write about Britain, in other things I do for radio and 
television or whatever. I suppose, however, that my main concern is the 
Car ibbean. Because of the volatile na ture of the relationship between 
black people here and British society, everybody is telling me I should be 
writing about Britain. But I ' m not really feeling engaged with that. This 
creates more of a desire to fmd out more about the Caribbean. Then in 
the West Indies they ' re always saying I ' m putt ing down West Indian 
guys. Well, I don ' t think that ' s too difficult to do. 
What do they want? Travel brochures? 
Well, I think they 'd like to see, to use a well-worn expression, the West 
Indian male highlighted in a more sympathetic light. It comes back to the 
notion of responsibility and inter-dependence which is what is desper-
ately needed in the Car ibbean. This generation's political leaders in the 
Car ibbean today are like the first or second generation leaders they had 
in Africa. Basically, collaborators to some extent with the colonial 
masters. They ' r e getting what they can out of it. They want to have what 
the people who ruled before them had and they want it now. 
Those leaders are compradors. My own observations of the Caribbean were, even at 
the most personal level, that West Indian men tended to be predatory. You could 
translate this metaphor into a wider sense as well. 
There ' s an underdeveloped sense of history in the Car ibbean. In A State of 
Independence I said: ' W e ' r e too small to have a past . ' Patsy says, ' W e ' r e 
too small an island' — that att i tude of living for today and tomorrow. I t ' s 
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not good enough to conceive of history in terms o f ' Slavery and here we 
are now — Toyota ' . There ' s a whole bigger sense of development which 
is ignored and is tied up with the sense of being predatory — of stalking 
and being on the look-out for the easy opportunity. 
I 'd like to think, in conclusion, that I was a Lamming who could cling 
on to the Caribbean. He ' s not super-popular in Barbados but he's a 
survivor. He says, 'Screw it. This is where I ' m from and I'll stay here. ' 
I t 's a difficult place to keep your head above the water if you ' re in any 
way critical, and make critical observations. People there just hate self-
criticism. The critical tradition just hasn ' t developed. And because it's 
such a macho society, any condemnation of behaviour of the West Indian 
male is taken personally. I don ' t know how it will be resolved... Writers 
are notoriously scaly and headstrong, liable just to say anything. . , The 
general tone of the society is that you lose friends by simply being critical. 
Charles Huggins 
J U V E 
Night silences 
cricket choral— 
rich clickety chirps— 
on an air blending 
gently, velvety soft bats' wings 
beating in time to their squeals 
fluttering in a light 
swallowed by the dark 
sugar-apple leaves 
banana sheaths await their 
cue from coconut whisperings 
sliding along to spiny tips just 
hanging onto the up-beat. 
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